
HISTORY OF PORTLAND'S VOLUNTEER FIRE DEPARTMENT 

B~ Andrew c. Sherbert. 

Portland was founded in 1844. Her first meager build­
ings, hewn from the virgin forest near-about, were protected from 
fire by a bucket brigade, tho buckets being carried and replenished 
by all able members bf the connnunity. This primitive method, under 
no recorded leadership, obtained until 1850 when the rising village 
felt the need of more adequate protection. 

In the year 1850, a company of volunteer firefighters 
was organized with Thomas J. Dryer, owner of Portland's first news­
paper, The Weekly Oregonian, as foreman. Through voluntary subscrip­
tion the organization, which was knowh as Pioneer Fire Company No. 1, 
had acquired a hand pump, which was many times more effective in 
extinguishing fires than was the earlier buckot brigade. 

Portland became an incorporated city through grant of 
the Territorial Logislature of Oregon. The bill, which was presented 
to the Legislature Decomber 30th, 1850, passed the House January 14th, 
1851, wss signod February 8th, 1851, and became effective April 6th 
of that year. At the time of incorporation, the forest came down to 
the b•nk of the Willamette Rivor, except that the trees had boen cut 
from Front street botwoen Burnside and Jefferson streets. Tho stumps 
of the trees had not yet bean removed, and as there were no street 
lights the stumps were white-washed to prevent parsons from colliding 
with thom after nightfall. 

Despite this primitive setting, Pioneer Fire Company 
No. 1, had ambitions. Portland was growing; 134 shinglod roofs wore 
to be counted on the town sito, and her taxable property was placnd 
at more than a half million dollars. Effective as the hand pump was 
in extinguishing fires, there was e bett6r method, and Pioneer Fire 
Company No. 1, was determined to have it, - a stcmn firo engine. 

But steam fire engines cost n consid3rable amount of 
money and it was apparent that it would be quite impossible to obtain 
one through funds raised by solicited contributions. Eager as ovory 
resident was forJbettor fire protection, ready money was scarce, and, 
too, doubtless there were many whose ideas woro not so advanced ns 
those of Dryer and his associates. It appoar0d that the only certain 
wny to raise tho money required for the purchase of a fire engine, 
was to levy a tnx on all taxable Portland property. 

Tho first move toward this end, was for Pioneer Fire 
Company No. 1, to offer their services to tho newly incorpornted City 
of Portland and thus become a part of city government and hove a 
voice in municipo.l affnirs. This was done, at thG ninth meeting of' 
the C()mmon Council, held May 6th, 1851. A portion of tho transcript 
of tho Council Proceedings is as follows: 

11 ••••••••••• Rocordcr Caldwell moved that tb,e foreman of 
the Fire Company formed in this city be hoard, which was 
carried. Thomes J. Dry0r on behalf of Pioneer Fire Company 
No. 1, offered tho services of said comp~ny to the City 
to nid in extinguishing fires. On motion of CDuncilman 
Thompson it wos voted that the thanks of tho Council be 
tendered to Pioneer Fire Company No. 1 nnd thnt the re­
port of the Foreman be Dcceptod ••..... " 

Twenty days later, Mny 26th, 1851, an election was 
held in which a mnjoPity voted :i.n favor of ::. tnx levy for the purpose 
of purchasing o. stenm fire engine. At the 26th mooting of tho 
Council, held Octobor 22nd, 1851, tho following action wos takon: 

11 
•••••••••••• 'rhot there be nnd is hereby levic-l,fl n tox of one 

hnlf 0f one per cont upon all taxable proporti within the 
City limits for tho purpose of procuring n fire engine cs 
authorizod by a vote of tho citizo-as of said city at nn 
election hold on tho 26th d1.1y of" Mc.y, A.D. 1851. •....• 11 
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The much desired fire · engine, however, was still in 
the hands of the future a.s a trnnscript of the Council proceedings 
for March 22nd, 1852, would indicate: 

" •..•• The following resolution wns offered by 
Councilman Slater and adopted by a vote of the Council: 

Be it resolved that the Mayor be requested to inform 
the Council what disposition has been made of the 
Ord.innnce levying a tax for the · purpos e ~f purchasing o. 
Fire Engine £Lnd apparatus (sic). In compliance with the 
foregoing resolution, the Mayor submitted a communication 
which was received and ordered to be spread upon the 
Records. The followihg is a true copy thereof: 

'Gentlemen of the Council - In answer to 
your Resolution inquiring to know of me dispostion I have 
made of the duplicates leving a tax to collect and raise 
a fund to purchase a Ingine and Hoes (hose) for the use 
of the City I will say for your Information that they are 
in my desk without my signature., 

H. D. O'Bryant, Mayor.'" 

Hugh D. O'Bryant was Portland's first mayor, a nativ F 
of Georgia, and 38 years of age at the time of his election. The Re .. 
corder, w. s. Caldwell, evidently was ashamed of the unscholarly com·, 
munication from the Mayor as he carefully underlined the word "true" 
in stating _it was a true copy thereof. 

The issuance of city bonds was an unheard of proce­
dure at that early date, municipal purchases commonly being settled 
for in gold coin at the time of purchase. Three years elapsed before 
enough money had accumulated in the struggling city's coffers with 
which to purchase the long desired steam fire engine. In 1855, the 
city directed Territorial Governor, George C. Abernethy, then in New 
York,.to act as their representative i. n consummating the purchase of 
the engine. At a meeting of the Common Council, held November 10th, 
1855, the following information was disclosed: 

"Councilman Slater on the Fire Engine Committee 
gave information as follows: That means are now in New York 
City nearly if not quite sufficient to purchase an engine 
subject to the order of Governor Abernethy when any engine 
selectod shall be pronounced perfect by an inspector en­
gaged to inspect same. (The importance and seriousness of 
the transaction may be inferred from the extreme caution 
with which the city safeguarded her interests, as the follow­
ing stipulation indicates.) Also to make the matter more 
sure, Make -Diamond and Company, of New York, in case of tho 
death of Governor Abernethy arc authorized to draw the 
money and purchase said engine. He also stated tho engine 
might be expected in about five months ..... " 

That Governor Abernethy dispatched his fire engine 
assignment to the satisfaction of the city is evident from the follow­
ing excerpt from Proceedings of the Common Council, April 15th, 1856: 

"Communications and bills enclosed Concern­
ing Fire Engine from Mr. G~orge C. Abernethy, New York, re­
ceived At the hand of the Mayor wore read by Councilman 
Slater & commented on with remarks highly complimentary 
to Mr. Abernethy for the Intorist (sic) he has t aken in 
his Agency for tho purchase of a Fire Engine for the City 
of Portland in which it wa~ supposed ho could feel but 
little interist. 11 
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After its long journey 'around the horn', the fire 
engine arrived in San Francisco in July, 1856, and a resolution read 
at a meeting of the Council held July 26, 1856, was as follows: 

"Be it resolved that an order be drawn 
on the Treasurer for the sum of One Hundred and Thirteen 
Dollars and Forty five Cents in favor of G. w. Vaughn 
for paymGnt of Freight on Fire Engine &c From New York 
t o San Francisco • • • • " 

The fire engine was transferred at San Francisco to 
a ship bound for Portland, whe~e it arrived shortly after to become 
the pride of the northwest and to awe and amaze all who beheld it 
for the first time. The arrival of Portland's first steam fire en­
gine, on that long-ago day, marked the first important step in the 
mechanization of tho city's fire fighting equipment which was to cul­
minate in the highly efficient mechanical and intricate and ingenious 
elec~rical devices used in fighting fires today. 

At this point it may be wull to mention that the 
steam fire engine augmented rather than supplanted the hand pump of 
that period. The hand pump remained in use for many years after 
the advent of the steam engine. Until late in the century, and with­
in the memory of many Portland residents, the hand pump eppearod 
regularly at fires. The hand pump was mounted upon a pair of high 
wheels, for easy mobility, and was oquipped with two rocker-bars 
which wero raised and lowered, see-saw fashion, to actuate the pump 
plunger. Each rock0r-bar was long enough to afford hand-holds for 
a half dozen or more persons and tho continuous up-and-down motion 
necessary to the pump's operation W8S considered extremely strenuous 
exercise even among the hardiest members of tho community, that is, 
if the fire was of long duration. To man tho pumps wes obligatory 
in an emergency and to refuse to do so was punishable by fine. 
Ordinance No. 11, May 22nd, 1854, stntod in part: 

"~ •• That any person or persons may be 
:called upon to assist tho Firo Dopartmont and failure to 
comply with this order i.s punishBbl(~ by· fine •• Physicions, 
whilst engaged in their professional duties, are exempt 
f1•om this ordo r • • • 11 

But manning tho pumps did not long remain a duty of 
frnnchisod Portlanders. Tho city had a largo Chinose r population 
(every fourth Portlandor was a Chinaman, as late as 1880.) and the 
onerous chore of pumping soon bclongod, by command, to the Chinaman, 
whether willing or unwilling. This seeming display of race proferonce 
found justification, in tho occidental conscience, in the claim that 
the Chinese fire-fighter could not understand the shouted commands of 
the fire chief and w2s bettor suitod, therefore, to the monial task 
of bending up and down at tho pumps. Tho white volunteers attended 
to tho more spectacular and loss arduous duties of extending hose 
lines, adjusting connections, and directing tho streams of wntor 
against the flames. 

In tho early days Portland had no general water 
system. Water was obtainEJd from streams, wells, and springs. W1.th 
the growing use of hand pumps, and following the city's 8cquisltion 
of a steam fire engine, the need for a more convenient and abundant 
supply of water for fighting fires became urgent. On Novombor 10th, 
1855, the followin~ resolution was act0d upon at a mooting of the 
Common Council: · 

"Bo it resolved that tho Commi tteo on 
Stroets ' and Public Improvements bo instructed to 
obtain from tho City Surveyor an opinion or report 
upon tho expediency of constructing at tho pr0sent 
season ReservOir"s for tho use of tho Fire Dopartmont. 
Also to obtain rrom him a proposed plan for construc­
ting said Roserv~irs in detail and also an estimate 
of tho cost thereof ••• " 
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At a meeting of the Common Council held January 12th, 
1856, the reservoir plan was adopted in the following resolution: 

"Be it resolved by the Council of the 
City of Portland: That they adopt the plan recommended by 
the CoEnittee of the Whole upon arising from the considera­
tion of a plan which had been laid before the Council at 
a previous meeting. The plan thus adopted is that the 
Cisterns are to be built of wood and of the peculiar 
manner nnd mochanism as is represented by a model that is 
presented to the Council by said Committee, the Capacity 
of said Reservoirs to be fift oon f eet square and nine 
feet deep, to bo caulked and pitched ••• " 

The construction of tho fire cisterns bogan immediat­
ely and soon ovory important intersection in tho congested se ction 
of the city h8d a cistern - installed and filled with water. At 
first, certain parties contracted to haul wat e r from tho river with 
which to fill the cisterns. Subsequently, the various cisterns wore 
connoctod by a system of conduits and water was piped from Balch and 
Carruthers crooks to koop them supplied. 

Tho early pitched-timber cisterns wore difficult to 
keep in ropair so wore ropla cod by brick res ervoirs. Those brick 
r e s ervoirs wore adde d to from time to time es tho city grow and all 
but three of tho original onos nro still in us o . Tho city at present 
ha s moro than 80 firo cisterns loca ted at convoniont points in the 
me tropolitan aron. In tho evont of failure of tho w~tor supply duo 
to a landslide 8t tho Bull Run h oadworks, oarthquako, or other loca l 
calamity which mi ght affect tho normal functioning of tho wc tor 
system, tho fire cisterns would afford ample prot ection against tho 
undue adv ance of any conflagration. This nddod sa f eguard is t aken 
into account by fir o underwriters in establishing insurance rates for 
Portla nd property. 

In spite of tho simple construction of early Portland 
buildings, and tho relntiv oly nmplo spDco bot wuo n structures, there 
woro ma ny potential sources of fire in tho e arly days. Tallow dips, 
sperm oil vnd coc l-oil lnmps wore us od for illimination and each of 
those early sources of light contributed it s shr ro to tho mounting 
list of burned buildings. Tho porlor match h o. d not yo t boon inv ent­
e d, it being customary for tho pionee r hou s eholder with a cold he arth 
to either borrow o. shovelful of live ombors frorn his neighbor with 
which to kindlo his fire, or to hast e n homo with o. blozing pitch 
knot rotri ovod from a neighboring firepl a ce. Lightni ng cousod fir e s 
then, as today . Tho rapidly growing city const antly oxtondod tho 
clonrj_ng in which it ne stled a nd tho stumps to be bla ste d wore mPny. 
Tho d anger of powder as a source of fire wc s rocognized by tho 
pionoor l aw-makers G3 Ordinnnco No. 34, poss od by tho Council Nov em­
ber 27th, 1854, indicnt os: 

"· • • It shall not bo l ~wful for any 
pers on or pers ons to koo p for the i r priv a t e uso in any 
ono huus o within the limits of tho City of Portland more 
then five pounds of powdor a t any ono timo •.. .. .• It shall 
not bo l awful for any pers on or pers ons to k uo p in any 
one st uro building more than twent y-five pounds of powder 
and tha t shall bo kept in a box, we ll s c cur0d, with tho 
word 11 Powder 11 distinctly marked upon it ••• Tho box sho. 11 
a l ways be kopt within six f oot of tho main entrance of 
the bu i lding. It shall be tho duty of every parson keep­
ing powder to koop in a conspicuous pla ce on tho fr ont of 
tho building c sign with tho words "Powder for Sa lo" con­
spicuously pointed upon it • • •• " 

To tho e nd that a ll ordinances pert a ining to ~iro 
would be obs orvod by the citizens of Portland, tho city wa s iiividod 
into two districts a nd a fire warden for on ch district wns ~ point ed. 



Fire Department - 5 

It was the duty of' the warden to inspect each building in his di s trict 
to see that fire regulations were being obeyed. Ordinance No. 1, 
passed by the Council April 7th, 1854, was as follows: 

"There shall be a fire warden in every 
district, who shall be ap pointed by the Common Counc i l. 
It shall be the duty of tho fir e ~arden to examine all 
buildings or pla ces where fires are or may be used, for 
the purpose of discovering any violations of this or any 
other ordinance that may be hereafter adopted for the 
prevention of fires. If, in the opinion of any fire 
warden, there is dangor to be a pprehended from the con­
struction of any fireplace, stov e , stove pipe, chimney, 
or in any other manne r from fir e , to direct that the 
danger be correct ed, and if tho direction is not com­
pli ed with in a reasonable time, tho partie s so offe nd­
ing s ho ll bo subject to a fine not l oss than fifte en 
dollars nor more than fifty, at tho discretion of tho 
Rccordor. 11 

The original fire limits of tho city (Ordinance No.l, 
April 7th~ 1854~) wore bounded as follows: "Boginning at tho Willam­
ette river and running through J eff erson stroe t t o its int ors oction 
with Second streot, thonco along Second to Ash s tr cot; thenc e a long 
Ash street to the intersection of tho Will amott o riv or; th0nco a long 
tho wa ter front to the ploco of beginning." Tho fir o limi t s wo r e 
divided into t wo districts, the first district bo ing thot portion of 
tho city lying botwc 0n J off0rson and Alder stroo ts; tho s e cond di8 t rict 
being the portion between Alder and Ash stroots. 

In 1860 Portland wa s n thriving comJntrnity with nn 
ostimntod popula tion of more then 3,000. Tho fire dop~rtmont had kept 
pace with the growth of the city. Now equipme nt had be en purchos od 
from time to tin10 ; st a tions to house tho oqui p::no nt h8d been built, 
and tho city wns proud of the dopr.rtmo nt nnd it s r e cor d of achi eve­
ment. In April 1863, Mayor David Loga n, in hi s nnnua l mos so go, s a id 
of tho firo d op0rtmo nt: 

11 
••• Our Fire DopGrtmont no ods no commen­

d a tion to roconmwnd it • . • it is B l argo, o.xporicnc nd 
and well disciplined Fire De partment, over vigilant i n 
tho prot e ction of property f rom tho ~vv agos of fire , 
by which so much desola tion nnd penury ha s boon cau sl:,d 
in tho cities of our sist er st a te of Ca lifornia ••• 
Tho buildings erect e d for tho us e of t wo of tho com­
panies a ro a credit nnd an ornament to the city. Tho 
judicious expenditure of public monoy in subst anti a l 
a nd e lega nt public buildings give impe tus to ont or-
priso • • • 11 

Mayor Henry Failing, in June 1865, in equally comrnon­
da tory terms expre s s ed a fooling of pride in tho fir o department of 
tha t day: 

"Tho t axpayers h ave boon more than r e ­
pa id during tho post ye ar for the oxponso a ttending 
tho support of tho Firo Dopo. rtmo nt. We h n. ve narrowly 
oscapod extensive fires and this h os boon due to tho 
ol ncrity of our firemen. Probably no city of its 
sizo is be ttor suppli ed with fire app2rotus or con 
boost of n more effici e nt departme nt ••• " 

A further milostono in the tre nd toward mochanizotion 
is soon in the f ollowing ordina nc e s; tho first, pa s sed Ma rch 22nd, 
1867, and tho s e c ond, pns s0d J anuary 10th, 1868: 

Ordinnnco No. 404. "That tho Commj_tt oo 
on F ire 8nd Wot or a nd Chiof Eng ine e r be and a r e he r eby 
a uthorized to uurcha sc for tho use of Prot e ction Fire 
Eng ine Company.No. 4, of tho Fire Dopnrtmont, one of 
H. c. Silsby 1 s 3 clcss Rot 2ry St ea m Fire Engines a t s 
cost not to excee d Fiv o Thous a nd dollars ($5,000) •••• " 
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Ordinance No. 460. 11 Thnt tho Committoo 
on Firo and Water bo and oro horoby outhorizod to sell 
tho Hand Engines known as No. 2, and tho Hand Engine 
lately 1.n use by Protection Fire Engine Compony No. 4." 

In 1871 Portland's Volunteer Firo Department hod come 
of ogo. In the score of years that had passud since its inception no 
fire of major consoquonco had visited tho city. Tho dopartmont's 
dovolopmont had boon well plonn0d and tho results cttnined, gretify­
ing. Portlnnd's citizens folt smugly assured that thu dopnrtmont's 
valinnt ond woll organized members would provont tho occurnnco of o. 
mnjor fire in tho yoars that were to .come. So pruud was tho city of 
tho record of hor fire fighters that an anniversary celebration was 
planned in their honor and tho following ordinance passed, August 
23rd, 18?1: 

"That tho sum of Fivo hundred dollars 
bo Pnd is horoby approprintod out of tho General Fund 
ta dofroy tho oxponsos of tho ensuing celebration of 
tho anniversary of tho Portland Fire Dopertmont.» 

The city's nttitudo of smug nssurcnco sufforod n rude 
shock, howovor, in tho two yoars tlwt followod. In Docombor, 1872, 
a fire dostroyod throe important city blocks with a loss ostirnotod at 
a half million dollars. Incdoquato fire-fighting oquipmont was blamed 
for this conflagrotion nnd ogitotion wt1s begun im_modiatoly for on im­
proved fire dopt1rtmont. Howovur, boforo much had boon nccomplishod 
in that direction, a second ond graator fire, August 2nd, 1873, bogon 
at First and Solman stroots and dovostatod 22 city ~J.ocks. This fire 
wcs of such magnitude and occnsionod so much property lose ond porson­
nl suffering the t tho conmmni ty wo s lc,ng in rucov oring from its offoc t. 
Mony fm-:-rilios wcro rondorod homol0ss and, a gront many of tho city's 
business ont0rprisos having boon dostroyod by tho fire, mBny persons 
woro out of 0mplcymont. 

A co:rmnittoo wr-s formed to nssist tho dostituto ro­
fugoos in thoir offorts toward rohnbilitotion. Funds for the ~id of 
tho noods woro contributocl by oblo c:i.tizons who hnd hnd tho guud for­
tune to have boon unoffoctod directly by tho firo. Distnnt cities, 
out of sympathy, offorod finnncinl nssistc.nco ·which w2s promp,tly re­
fused by tho cmrmli ttoo, tho con,.mi ttoo proudly claiming tho.t 1rofusol 
of outside holp was tho only course consistent with tho honor end 
good namo of tho city." Incidontnlly, tho rcliof conunittoo was sharp­
ly criticised by many for its stand in tho matter. 

Whan a fire occurred, Portland's volunteer firemen 
woro summoned to action by a boll, contro.lly located, which c,)uld be 
hoard by nll. As tho town's boundaries oxtondod, o. larger boll was 
noodcd. On October 1st, 1873, tho Council passed the following 
ordinance: 

"Tho Cormni ttoo on Firo and Water and 
thD Chiof Enginoor aro horoby authorized to contract fur 
and purchase a Boll for fire alnrm purposes of not loss 
than four thousand nor more than forty-fivo hundred 
pounds weight and at a cost not o~cooding twenty-two 
hundrod dollars." 

Thu hugo bell wos no sooner instnllod th~n j_t wns 
rondorod obsoloto by tho oppoaro.nco on tho market of nn o1ectric 
tologrophic alnrm system. Tho oloctric alcrm hoving provon its worth, 
Portland was nmong tho first American cities to contract £:or one of 
tho new telegraphic alarrn systums. An ordinance authorizing tho 
purchnso of tho system wos pnssod by tho Council Fobruory :17th, 1875, 
end wos as follows: 

" ••• Tho Committee on Firo and Wf!tcr for 
for tho City of Portland aro hereby authorized tu con-
trnct for tho purchoso and erection of telegraph wires, 
signal boxes, Engine house gongs, Boll-ringing apporotus 
ond such other nppurtonancos as shall bo roquiroct to 
establish a system of automatic tolographic Fire ~larm: 
Provided: Thero shall bo not loss thnn ton sign~l boxes, 
four angina house gongs; and ono Boll-ringing apparatus 
for largo ~lorm boll and thnt tho cost of erecting some 
shall not oxcood tho sum of Sovonty-fivo hundred dollars." 
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Tho system wcs installed satisfactorily and the loca­
tions of tho fir 0 alarm boxes - as listed in tho Oregon State Dirac~ 
tory for 1880 - woro as follows: 

No. 4 
No. 5 
No. 6 
ND. 7 
No. 8 
No. 9 
N'.).12 
No.13 
No.14 
N:).15 
No.16 
No.21 

Hall and First. 
Tiger Engine Compa ny Houso, Fourth Stroot. 
Protection Engino Company House, First Stroot. 
J offors0n and East Pork. 
Morrison ond Tonth Streets. 
North Eighth and E Streets. 
Morrison and First Stroots. 
Vfoshingtun 2nd Frunt Stroots. 
Second and Oak, at Police Building. 
Ankcny's New Market. 
Clarendon Hoto 1. 
Corner Fifth and Morrison 

(Tho Stoto Direct ory for 1880 also observes thflt, 11 

"Tho Portland Fire Department is a volunteer body comprising in its 
ranks many of our bost citizens, and to their active exertions, wo 
hove moro than once owed tho safety of' the city. 11

) 

It scams an onn chronism that oloctricity ontorod tho 
fire department before tho orn of tho horse, but such, nevertheless, 
was tho fact. An excerpt fr,>m a record of tho Council proceedings, 
Janu ary 7th, 1880 1 is descriptive and explanatory: 

11 Tho Fire Dopo.rtmont still mointoins its high stnnd­
ard of officioncy. 0\•1ing, however, to tho rapid growth of tho city 
(Portland's population was then 21,523) it is noccssory that horses 
should be provided for at least two of tho conponios to haul tho 
engines. Tho volunteer firemen hovo always rospondod with alacrity 
when cnl l od on nt all hours of tho day or night, but it requires 
time after tho a l arm is s uundod for enough of tho firemen to roa ch 
tho engine hounos t:-:i haul tho engines to tho scone of tho firo, ond 
nftor they du reo.ch tho fire they ore oxhoustod from hord work houl­
ing the engines ovc;r tho rough, muddy strcGts nnd nut nblo to do tho 
hnrd work required of thon, for whj_ch thoy rocoivo no cumponsnticm. 
Tho hors0s should be kept re ady for .sorvico at n moment's notico •••. 0 

Tho nbovo suggontion wos not octod upon immodintoly, 
os two yoors lcter, in tho Council Proceedings of January 4th, 1882, 
tho following cummunlcation w2s rec orded: 

"Tho Volunteer force has boon as 
officlont ns could roDsonnbly bo expected for men serv­
ing w:i.thout pay. Tho time hos come when mon cannot sorvo 
without pay in this most orduous work. Tho services of 
tho mon in this department should be poid for. Horses 
should bo provided for a sufficient nun~or of engines 
to onoblo thom to ronch tho outer portions of tho city 
in as short a tine as possible to provont tho spread of 
conflcgrotion ••• " 

On January 7th, 1883, by consent of tho pcoplo, an 
net wos passed establishing a paid firo dopnrtmont for tho City of 
Portland. Tho cct also provided for horses, which markod tho begin .. 
ning of a colorful period in tho history of Portland's fire deport­
ment. An estimate for tho npproprlation nocossary for tho chnrgo 
from a voluntoor dopertmont to o prd.cl doport!,10nt, and tho amount 
noodod for maintonnnco for tho fiscal yonr of 1883, wos ns follows: 

11 Chiof Engineer's Snlnry •. e •••••••••••• $2,000.00 
1st Assistant's Salary................ 500.00 
2nd Assistnnt's S2lory........... . .... 400.00 
Secretory. o. e ••••••••••••••• ~ ••• Cl..... 900. 00 
·superintendent Firo AlPrm ••.......... ~ 600.00 
S0l2ribs (5) Companies (48 ) non •.....• 22;000.00 
Ront of Offices for Cu:rnmissi cnors..... 325.00 
Purchoso of 14 horsos ••....•........•• 3,500.00 
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Fcur new Hose Cnrts .....••.•............• $1,800.00 
H3rnoss and Repairs ••..••••••....•.•....• 
Horse Blnnkots •...•.. .. ....... o ••• e ••• o •••• 

J:.To. 2 1 s Enginoo•••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Horse Feod •.• .••••••• e • • ~ •••••••••••••••• 

Shooing of Horses •••••••••••••••.•••••..• 
Cos l nnd VVood •......•..•..••• o ••••••••••• 

Oil end Sp:,nges •...•••••...•.• o •• •••••••• 

Coko ••••• " ••••.•••••••••••.••••.••••.••.• 
Mo (llcinos ••.••••• .•••••••.•••.•••.••.•..• 
Supplies for mointnining Fire Alo.rm •..•.• 
Pitting up Conm1issi 1.mor's Office, Books, 

Stntionory, etc ••.•.•••••••..•••• 
Alterations to ongino housus •••.•.......• 
Ropnirs on apparatus ••••••••••.••••••••.• 
Wetor for yoor ••••••••••••.• ••••••••••••• 
Ccnstruction of now hydrnnts •••••••• ~ •••• 
Construction of now cisterns •••••••••••.• 
Tolophono -oxponsos of tolophono ••••••••• 
Gos for department •.••••••••••••••••••••• 

650.00 
200.00 

4,000.00 
2,400.00 

275.00 
450.00 
500.00 
400.00 
50.00 

500.00 

750.00 
2,500.00 
2,500.00 
3,000.00 
1,200.00 
3,000.00 

300.00 
500.oon 

Thus was innugurotod a now municipol buroou, 
Portland's 11 pnid 11 fire dopnrtment - v.nd thus was tho curtein lowered 
on Portland's historic Volunteer Fire Department, whoso picturesque 
monbors for 32 yonrs vnlinntly stood botwoon Portland and the ovor­
menacing thront of firo. 
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Part 2, 'rhe "Pa id" Fire Department, 1883-1937 

With the inauguration of a paid department an ent irely 
new order prevailed. The roster of volunte er fire-fi ghters had 
borne the names of many of Por t land's first citizens -including 
t he leading merchants, bankers, l~wyers and brokers. Dur i ng the 

.. volunteer days it was not uncommon to witness customers, clerks, 
and the proprietors of an establishment rushing pell mell f rom 
a place of business - to take their posts at the hand-poles and 
rope s of h o.rd drawn volunteer equipment - in r e sponse to the ur­
gent clanging of the alarm bell. 

Without shadow of disrespect for the picturesque vol­
unteer it must be said that the ·newly inaugura ted system promi se d 
to be manife stly the bette r way. Aut hority was to become more 
centralized. Ri gid discipline could be - t hough u.n. fortunate l y 
was no t always ·- mai n tained . The paid fir eman wa s to hol d hi~ 
position becaus e of personal qualifications, t here for e , i t was 
believed tha t each would strive to acquaint hims elf more thorough­
ly with the duti e s incumb ent upon a succ e s s ful firefi ghte r. 
Under the n ew system 3 permanent fireip.en and 7 callmen were to be 
quart e r e d in each station house; ready ins t antly to spring into 
action when an alarm sounded. Spe ed, being the most essential 
ingredient in any formula of successful fir efi ghting , this WES a 
hi ghly important consideration and a v~st i mprovement upon the 
old method. 

In 1883, the paid fir e department I s first ye ar, Por t l and 
was becoming a city of size and import anc e with a population 
approximating 25,000. In the me tropoli t an dis t rict, building s 
were commencing to po i nt shyward; four, fiv e , and ['ix story 
building s were becoming common and increas ing fo ot-front value s 
we re causing building congest ion. Taller building ~ brought f ire ­
fi ghting problems no t fac e d by· t h e doughty volunt eer. Fi re­
fighting had be come a busine ss, and a tremendously serious bus ­
iness. The new pe rsonnel needed to be composed of men who we r e 
physicaily abl e and t emperamentally suite d t o batt l e fir e fr om 
the top-most rungs of tnll, swaying l adde rs. Equi pment ne ede d 
to be the b e st that money could buy and that the inventivenes s 
and ingenuity of the times had made available . The s e , Portl and 
had, in pe rhaps as great a me asure as contempor ary citie s of 
comparnble s ize . 

In the e arly days of the pai ~ d e partment a de t e rren t t o 
a chievement and e ffi c i ency wa s c au se d by the clos e linking o f 
the de partment with politics. Men we r e appoint ed or r e l e as ed 
a s much on grounds of politic al a ffilia t ion t han on a b as is of 
individual ability. The t enure of offic e of o. fir e chie f wa fl 
brie f indee d if his political vi ews happened not to find f avor 
with the current administr a tion. li' ire de partment affairs were 
const antly entangle d in politic al intrigu es . This unha ppy 
situation c o.us e d continual turmoil within the d e partment - en­
gender ed ill f eG l ing among its memb ers - and militat e d e.gains t 
the de p urtment's prope r functioning and adv nnc ement. · In the 
first t we lve ye ars of the paid de partment's existance, 1 883-
1895, t he r e h t.d bee n five fir e chie fs appointed : 

Thoma s A. Jordan -----------~- 188 3 

H. Mor~an----------~----:-----188h -1. 892 

Rob e rt Holman-----------------1892 

John Buchte l-------------------1893 

David Campbe ll-----------------189, 
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Tho illustrious David Campbell, pe rhaps Portl and's most 
colorful fir e chi e f, wo.s chi e f of the fire depo.rtment .from Juno , 
1895, to September, 1896, Campbell wns too rugged an indi vldual­
ist to acc e de to tho wishe s of the administration then in power 
when its wishe s did not conform to his own. As a matt e r of polit­
ical expedi ency Cumpbell was r emove d from tho d op nrtment 2t 6 :00 
P.M., the evening of Se ptemb er 30, 1896, at the instanc e of Mo.yor 
Sylve stor Pcmnoyor. Coincident with Camp be ll's r ,::;n,oval, the 
Council ordor e d all fir o de p artment salari e s cut o..nd all memb ers 
of tho d.e p :.1.rtmcnt quit with their r e tiring chief, to tho gr :::n t 
o.mb nrr nssment of t h e s :~ rvic e . 

F. DeBocst succe0 clc d Co.:-npb ,3 11, holding the posi.ti.on 
until July, 1898, when Mayor W. s. Mosen, who ~ucc ce dod Pe nnoy0r, 
r e store d Chi e f C:1P.1pbe ll to his form er po s ition. Ch:l e f Dr.vi.d 
Campbell r omr.dff3d chi e f until June , 26, 1911, when h a wn s kille d 
in lino of duty. 

Do.vid Campbell was a two-fiste c: mcm whos e expe ri e nce in 
firefighting C: ot c d b c,ck to volunt ee r dn:,rs. In his 20 1 s h e wrts 
also a pugilist of more than loc al r e put a tion , h uving had the 
temerity - o.nd the fistic ability to b e r e cogniz e d by - Jack 
Dempsey (ThrJ Nonp o.r E- il), a fir2.t-strins fi ght 0. r · of intornntionnl 
renown. An e xtr'.:>.ct from the Oregon, Oct ob er 10, 1 C85, announc e s: 

11 J[,c1{ Dempse;y, hero of 22 fi ghts, nrrive s 
hore fron California and says bB is willing to 
fight David C o.mpbe 11 of this city with or with­
out g love s, for ~:,2,000 •••• 11 Campbell [ilso 
fought J e,mos J, Corbe tt o. 10 round dr::i.w., 

Camp be 11 cnrrl e d his aggr c s s i V E:; sp:l.ri t .1.nd f1-ghting 
prowess into the departnent, sublir:1ing t ho 3c3 pe rs'.)n c.l o.t tribute s 
into a high orde r of e xecutive abilit y . He was wa ll like d by his 
subordinntes who found him n f nir and imp 8.rtir·l l e nde r o.nd a do ­
pondable fri end, He me t t:!J.e gnze of t :i os e above him with unswe r v ­
ing dir e ctne ss. His me n knew him t o be c l e nde r wh o woul d not 
ask them to face a pe rsonc..l ht?.zard which he hiP1solf wo,lld not 
willingly acc e pt. The truth of the latte r st ut emcnt was borne out 
at the time of his de ath in the C,100,000 Union Oil Pl nnt fire, 
June 26, 1911. His l nst order to the m0n of Engine Comp any 7, 
perhaps save d their live s. The s e men ~ere working ne ar a wall 
which Cnmpb6ll considered unsafe. He order Gd them b e.ck out of th0 
danger zone. He hims elf then f enrl e ssl~r ent e r e d the flo.ming in­
f erno in s e arch of possibly entrapped pe rsons nnd to asc ertnin Qt 
first hand the condition of the fir e and the means b e st ce.lcul r t :; d 
to e xt:i.nguish it. An oxploslon of vapor-filled g a s t anks r a zca 
the building, burnlng and burying Chi e f Campbe ll. The citi e s c f 
the entire Pncific co i st mourne d the tragic p a ssing of this color­
ful and heroic figure. At a r e cent memorial progr nrn, att ende d b y 
Chi e f Grenfe ll and repre s entatives from e ve ry compnny in the fir a 
bure au, City Commissioner Riley po.id this hi gh tribute at Campbell!~ 
grave in Riv0rvi ew Ceme t ery: 

'' •• ,The gre at e st h ero, the most outst r nding 
fj_r eme:.n rmd the most b e 1 ove d chcr r.c t c r who 
eve r were thB bQdge of tho Por t J e:.nd Fire 
Dcpnrtr.'.ent. 11 

In 1903, u sign~l step was to.ken in tho direction of 
gre eit e r e ffici ency of municipal bureaus. That ye ar marke d the in­
augur a tion of civil s ervice in Portland. Civil s e rvice divorc e d 
nunicipul employee s from the evils of poli tic ul control - we"', dc d 
out the unfit and put o.n end to nepotism, fnvorj_tism, party 
clique s nnd allianc e s, and other inethicnl pr actic e s which in the 
past hnd held real progre ss in che ck. 
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The fire department wns quick to benefit from the salutary effect 
of thjs innovation. Under civil service, each :J.ndi vi dual exper­
i ences a feeling of se curi. ty and a sense of p ,::; ±n:'t(1.ncncy::..not pos­
sible formerly when a change of ad.ministrntion might e nsily me an 
thB termination of his job. An attitude of security made for 
be tt e r morale throughout the department and lent impe tus to gre Gt­
er co-operatic and achievement. 

It must not be inferred, howev::: r, that Portland's fir e 
dep artment hcd made no advancement prior to this point, At the 
ti.Jrn of the century, and despite the obvious disadvantages which 
accon:panie d politic al control, Portlo.nd's fire department suffer­
ed little in comparison with fire departments els ewhere in towns 
of like size. In fact, on occasion, Portl and had frequently given 
proud voice to laudatory comments concernlng h er fir o de partment 
and j_ts r e cord. Equipment wBs consirlered i::~flequate to the nee ds 
of tho city and was a s advance d in d 2sign a s could be found any­
wher e . 

The de cade 1900 to 1910 saw gre at population gains in 
Portland. Rising from a town of 90,000 in 1900, Portland boast Ad 
a population of 215,000 t en years later. This tremendous :tn­
crease in popul a tion in so short a period was duo in pnrt to tho 
Alaska gold rush, wh:tch brought many s e ttl ers to the Northwe st; 
n.nd in p:::i.rt to the Lowis and Cl ark Centennial Exposition, ce l e ­
brnted in Portlcmd in 1905, and which brought much favorable 
publicity and many new rnside~t? to Portland. During thos o boom 
ye nrn the fire bureau · was hare!'. /CO k eo p up with the growth and 
ext ension of the city. Hydrants were insuffici8nt in numb0r to 
ode qu~t oly prot e ct tho naw buildings which were springing up in 
all quart ers. Equipment had to be augment ed continually and n ow 
fir e stations e str1blished nnd outfitted. The ponderous mnchinor y 
of municipQl government, howe ver, moved more slowly in the purcha se 
of new e quipment than the ro.pid growth of the city warrantc, d, which 
for a time r endered the city vulne rn ble t o tho visitntion of a 
s erious conflagration. Fortuna t e ly, no fir G of outstanding sig­
nificr..nce occurred dur:i.ng this pe riod of ino.r s qu.ato pre po.redness. 

The e fficiency of the fir e de partm6nt - over a pe riod of 
yec..rs - mn.y be ne f'_sur od in dollnrs and cents. An une rring check 
upon the e fficiency of the de partment may bo - found in the figur e s 
r ele a s e d annua lly by the fire bureau r s lativ0 to totnl and per 
capitn fire losse s. In 1883, the first ye nr of the pnid Fire 
Depn.rtment, Portl D.nd's fir e loss e s aggregnted ,1- 319,000, in round 
figur e s. By 1910, fire losses hnd increas ed to ~905,000. The 
; e ar 1914 saw th? city'~ fire loss r oo.Ch the st aggering tot al of 
~1,762,493.46, with an uccompo.nying per cnpita loss of $6.89. 
Thes e c.ppnlling figur e s ·Nore n ma.tt er of s erious public conc e rn. 
Portlnnd I s citizens demande d mor e nd-:.; qu o.. te fire prot e ction, 
though how it wns to be nccomplished f ew were able r e adily to 
explain. 

Jny Ste vens, appoint e d fir e marsrwl in Nover:1ber 1914, 
had n plnn. Most fir e s were caus ud by ~nre l e ssne ss, neglect, or 
ignorn.nc e . He belie ve d thc'.t pe ople could be educ nt e d to b0come 
more cnre ful with fir e . He believed that peri odic inspecti ons 
should be made to l0cn.te nnd abnte fire hnzr..rds. He coined the 
slogt.:m "'rhe time to fight a fire is before it st~'.rts. 11 Commis­
sioner Bigelow nnd Mayor Albe e concurre d with Ste vens in the be ­
lie f that the pl un was a good one and worthy of trial. The ye ar 
1915 saw the estnblishrnent of Portland's Fire Brevention Bure au, 
which bure au has been functioning succ e ssfully over since . 

The success of the innovation b e came apparent upon 
publication of Nnti'.)nQ.l Fire Underwriters figur e s for 1915, which 
disclosed tha t Portland's fir e losse s had b0en r educ e d ne arly a 
half-million doll nrs in c omparis on with the year previ ous. This 
s er::'me d ample evidence thnt th0 fir e prevention in en hr~a merit nnd 
wr s worthy of continunnce. 
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S~nc e the inauguration of the fire prevontion Bur e au Portland's 
annual fir e losses have crept steadily downward, amounting in 
1936 to t433,040.28, with a corfesponding per capita loss of 01.35. 
Incide ntally, the latter figure is substantially below the nntionnl 
pe.r capita loss ave rage, which wns 1\2.05 for 1936. 

No history of the Portland fire depa1,tment would be com­
ple te without mention of the fire b:>rse. and the :tmportant pc,rt it 
played in the spe eding up of the fir e department of e arli e r times. 
With the coming of the po.id fir e de pr.rtmont the volunte e r fir emen 
unhooked the hnndpoles and ropes and relinquished the ir weary j ob 
of hauling the swaying ;hose -carts and ladde r trucks to the speed­
i e r and better-able horse. During the two score years thnt h ors e s 
figur e d in the d e partment - until they, in turn, we r e r e placed by 
still speedier, motorized units - many of these intelligent animals 
became better known and reco ~nized by the majority of Portland's 
citizens than were many of the ran.l{ and file department members. 
There was, for example, old Jerry who entered the service in the 
80 1 s and remained active in the · department for nearly two decades. 
Jerry was lead horse on Truck 2, Fourth and Montgomery Streets. 
In his early days he threw every ounce of his strength a g ainst his 
collar as he and his straining partners pulled their brilliant red 
truck at break-neck speed over the mud, cobble-stone, plank or 
wood block streets of Portland. Later, when progress brought the 
smooth asphalt pavement, ~he eager Jerry tempered his speed some­
what, particularly during the rainy s e ason, following numerous b ~d 
falls on this slippery new surfnce. Jerry with his teeth could 
pull the rope which opened the fire house doors when an alarm 
sounded; and also had been trained to grasp his master's cap by 
its visor nnd to tip it politely when a lady passed. He died in 
harness after making a long run to a fire. 

Mack, Dad, Bill, Eagle, ·Hank, Prince, Bismarck - were 
among the pioneer hors e s of the dep artment. Colonel, - who enter­
e d the department in the 80 1 s, wa s r e port e d to have be en the f as t­
e st fire horse on the Pacific Co a st. Colonel died in 1915 at the 
ripe old age of 33. This famous horse,- the lute Joseph Bucht e l, 
fir e chief in 1893 .. 94, asserted - unde rstood thG fite alarms and 
knew wher0 a fir o was as well as the men thems e lve s. He us e d to 
haul a single hose re el, following the engine without a drive r. 
So thoroughly ingraine d was his s ens e of duty that once whe n con­
fine d to his stall b e cause of a lame leg, h e kicked the side out 
of his stall and followed the apparatus to a fire. All of the 
fire hors e s we re highly traine d anim~ls and apparently enjoyed the 
roles the y pl[lyr)d. in fighting fires. A gr r~ nt d e al of the glan:o!' 
surrounding the firefighting business disappe are d with the pc ssing 
of the fire hors e . 

The first d e partment automobile mo.de lts appt":aranc e in 
1909 - an impre ssive new Pi e rce Arrow with hi gh whe e ls, ponde rous 
wind-shield, right hand dr:i.ve , coal oil lamps, and rubber-bulb 
horn - purchased for · Chi e f C:::mpbell's use. It wns kept in r e adi­
n e ss for instant us e , and in C8S E.~ of an alarm, the chief dashe d 
nway nt top speod before the battalion chiefs could g o t the ir old­
f nshioned bugg ies into line. The chi e f was abl e to arrive n.t 
any downtown fire before tho apparatus wo.s a t h c:md and had time 
to size up the situation and decide, whnt method of action wa s b es t 
to take. So well did this initial· piece of motor equipment s e rvo , 
that it s e aled the doom of the fire horse, as agitation in:m1e diat e ly 
the r e after wa s b e gun toward motorizing all e quipment and app nr ntns, 

The first pi e ce of motor prope ll e d fire apparatus wn s 
put into s e rvice in 1911. At the close of the y e ar 1913, the do ­
p ~rtment had 17 pi e c e s of motor equipment in s e rvice and by Jun e , 
1915, the d e partment's motor apparatus hnd increas e d to 26 
pi e c e s. In April, 1920, th~ d e pG.rtment became complete ly mo tor­
ize d, the last of the hors e ~rawn v ehicl e s b e ing r e tire d from 
s e rvice. Firemen we re no lange r quart e red in stables and it had 
now b e come mor e e ssential thnt a fir eman und e rstnncl tho function 
of a spark-plug than to know the corr e ct proc e dur e to follow in 
tre ating a spavin. 
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Pbrtland's pres ent-day fir e depnrtmcnt is a close-knit 
highly organized structure. It opcr:1t e s with e ffici ency Emd a 
mj_nimum of wc..st e effort. Each member has b een carefully s ul ccted 
by competitive c,xo.mination from a host of applicants. Nothj_ng is 
l eft to luck - nothing, to ch::mce. Intelligent supervision and 
constant striving for high obj ective s hus placed Portland's fire 
departmont high among the best r&ted fir e fighting orgGnizations 
in America. The young man who enters the service today, is to 
participate in the perpetuQtion of an institution rich in worth­
whil e trn.dition - replete wlth o.ccounts of outstanding individuo.1 
o.nd group Qchievement - and gre at because of the cumulative re-
sult of tho labors of those alre c.dy serving or who have gone b EJ fore. 

Fire Chiefs~ - - - 1851 - 1937 

Thomas J. Dr,rer . J 1851 

H. w. Do.vis 1854 

s. J. McCormack 1857 

w. Hutchins 1858 

J. N. Vansycle 1252-59 

Jos e ph Webber 1860- 63 

Jos oph Buchte l 1864 

'l'om Young 186i:,_ f,G 
./ . 

w. H .• We ed 1867-68 

Rob c: rt Holman lf.~69-70 

A. A. Williams 1871"."72 

Willi Gm o. Bruen 1873-74 

A. B. Hrllock 1875 

J. H. Lyon 1876-77 

Harry Morg nn 1878-79 

Th07!1F S A, Jordan 1880-81 

Wm. A. Hurt 1882 

Thomns A. Jordi"m 1883 

H. Morgan 1884-92 

Robert Holman 1892 

Joseph Buchtel 1893 

David Co.mpbell 1895 

F. De Boe st 1896-1898 
tJ/9v :o (!.u rnp/.J e I/ !?9Y- 191/ 
B. F. Dowell 1911-20 

J. E. Young 1920-1923 (Retired) 
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Leo G. Holden 1923 .. 1927 (Retired) 

Fclward Grenfell 1928-

List of Officers, Portland Flre Department 

(Chi ef Edward Grenfell is executive and administrative 
head of the department with full control at fires. The first 
assistant chief has charge of examining probationary members and 
is in charge in the chief's absence. The second assistant chief 
has charge of fire boats; other chief officers have special duties 
such as fire pre vention, athletics, care of hose and station 
supplies. All chief officers have risen from the tanks.) 

Chief, Edward Grenfell years in servl ce - 32 

J.st Asst.Chief J.L.Dillane II II II 1.i-0 

2nd II II H.C.Johnson II II II 32 -
Battalion Chiefs: 

E.L. Boatright " II " 23 -
Herbert Faber I! ff II 21.i. 

B. T. French II I! II 29 -
William Grenfell ll II II 19 .. 
F' • J. McFr,rland II II II 29 -
w. L. Robertson II II II - 29 

M. R. Stark II II II 30 

C • E. Townsend I! I! I! 25 -
Fire Marshal: 

Battalion Chief 
Fred w. Roberts II II II - 39 

Fire Alarm Superintendent: 

Charles c. Ralph " II fl 15 -
Superintendent of Apps.ratus: 

N. T. Wo ods II II II 16 -
Chief Clerk 

H F. Bahl man tr ti II 18 -




